Memorandum

TO:

Members of the House of Representatives

FROM: 
Representative Karen D. Beyer

DATE: 
January 30, 2007

RE: 

Proposed Legislation

I am planning to introduce legislation that would require the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) to be responsible for the funding of cyber charter schools. Currently, school districts provide direct funding to twelve cyber charter schools that is unrelated to the actual instructional cost of the distance-learning programs.  School districts' payments to cyber schools vary across the Commonwealth due to the current formula, which is based on selected per-student expenditures.  In 2004-2005, school districts paid out $75 million and were reimbursed less than 30 percent.  My legislation would provide enrollment based funding of $5,000 per student in cyber charter schools with 1,000 or less students; $4,000 per student for schools with 1,001-4,999 students; and $3,000 per student for schools with 5,000 or more students. With the Commonwealth exercising authority to grant charters to cyber schools, it only makes sense that the funding and oversight be aligned together under PDE. 

My legislation also would require new operational standards for cyber charter schools.  According to the Pennsylvania Department of Education, in 2003-04, eight of the nine cyber charter schools in operation had a cumulative unreserved fund balance of 23% of their annual expenditures.  By comparison, school districts are prohibited by statute from having a cumulative unreserved fund balance of more than 8% to 12% of their annual expenditures.  Additionally, cyber charter schools are under no obligation to undergo an independent audit, unlike school districts. My bill also would prevent school management personnel from sitting on the board of trustees and halt members of the board of a cyber charter school from engaging in business with the school.

This legislation was introduced in the 2005-2006 legislative session.  I further strengthened the bill by making the following changes to ensure further protection for students and a fair balance for taxpayers through cost control:

1. Apply all current school district budgeting and independent auditing requirements to cyber charter schools;

2. Restrict cyber charter school unreserved fund balances to 10% of a cyber school’s expenditures;

3. Require background checks for cyber school employees that have electronic or Internet contact with students;

4. Allow redistribution of funds to a school district that have students reenroll in a district should a cyber charter school fail to receive charter renewal;

5. Require a cyber charter school to report enrollment changes that exceed 15%;

6. Authorize school districts and cyber charter schools to enter into written agreements allowing the use of district buildings for standardized testing or other events;

7. Allow cyber charter school students’ participation in a school district’s extracurricular activities if a cyber school does not have such programs and if the cyber students meet eligibility and try-out requirements;

8. Require that cyber school students reach the standard age of beginners established by their resident school districts in order to qualify for state-funding for cyber schools; and 

9. Create a separate line item within PDE’s budget for funding of cyber charter schools to eliminate deductions from school district basic education subsidies. 

Please consider co-sponsoring this legislation.  Kindly contact Mr. Joel Miller in my office at (717) 783-1673 or jjmiller@pahousegop.com by February __, 2007 with your interest.  Thank you for your consideration.

Thank you for your consideration.

